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John

I’d heard stories of the New Gloucester woods and the things said to haunt them. In high
school, my friends and I would drive out to the sticks on weekends and raise hell at Carson’s
family cabin. Lazy days on the shores of Sabbathday Lake, a stone’s throw from the world’s last
surviving Shaker community—I secretly worried we were disturbing them with our antics. At
night we’d gather around the fire pit and listen as Carson regaled us with apocryphal accounts
he’d picked up from his grandfather: ghost stories, tales of fearsome creatures and Abenaki
spirits. He said these woods were home to a colony of misshapen children, the descendants of
escaped Shaker foundlings; he told us about bristle-backed pukwudgies, porcupine-men, whole
sounders of feral pigs marauding the forest. I didn’t pay too much attention to him: I was more
concerned with knocking back Four Lokos, smoking, and, on several memorable occasions,
hooking up with Simon Jacobs in the backseat of his Subaru.
I didn’t go back near Sabbathday Lake until the summer of 2016, when I started working
at Dave Meacham’s farm. Dave was a friend of the family—my parents had met him in the
parking lot of the annual Common Ground Fair long before I was born. He’d come over for
dinner a couple times a year, usually in the fall, bringing bushels of heirloom tomatoes and sweet
corn; he played five-string banjo in my dad’s bluegrass garage band.
My mom circled Dave’s listing in the Portland Press Herald and slid the paper in front of
me at breakfast. “It could be fun,” she said, struggling to hide her irritation. “And you know
Dave’s not going to work you too hard.”
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I looked up blearily from my Raisin Bran and read the notice: Seeking seasonal
farmhand, ideally within an hour’s drive of New Gloucester. Hands-on pig-keeping, but open to
other positions as well.
“What do you think?” my mom asked. She drummed her fingers on the kitchen table,
waiting for me to say something; I didn’t. “You need to get a job, Grace. You know that, right?”
“I know,” I muttered, spooning soggy cereal into my mouth. I’d graduated from Sarah
Lawrence that May and had spent two months recuperating from academia (read: sleeping in my
childhood bedroom until noon, watching Netflix and TCM on the couch, avoiding any thoughts
about my future or the novel I claimed to be writing).
“You’ll still have plenty of time to do whatever you’ve been doing,” said my mom.
“Dave’s such a sweet guy. And he’s been all alone since Amy passed. He’d really appreciate you
helping out.”
“I know.”
My mom nodded, biting her lip a little, and stomped out of the kitchen. I stirred my mug
of cold tea, feeling like a burdenous asshole, and re-read Dave’s ad. I always liked Dave, that
quiet, spritely man with wireframe glasses and a trim folksinger’s beard. My heart broke for him
when I heard that Amy, his wife of some thirty years, had died of pneumonia that spring. The
idea of working for Dave felt good to me: I thought, however conceitedly, we could help each
other. Swineherd was not the occupation I’d envisioned for myself post-college, but it seemed
more romantic than bagging groceries or working the bottling line at the Fireball plant in
Lewiston. Sighing, I took my phone from my pajama pocket and dialed the number printed
below.
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Two days later, I met with Dave in the kitchen of his ancient New Gloucester farmhouse.
He clapped me gently on the back in the front hall and asked me how the hell I was. His hair was
greyer than I remembered, his beard grown to Thoreauvian lengths; he didn’t have the same
twinkle in his deep-set eyes. I caught Dave up to speed on senior year and graduate life, and I
offered him my condolences; he thanked me perfunctorily and went to grab two homemade root
beers from the fridge next to the massive old wood stove.
“Now to business,” he said, taking a quick swig. “Why do you want to work for me?”
I lied: I told him my novel was set on a farm, that I wanted some firsthand experience to
give it the proper verisimilitude. (Now I had a setting: some small progress.)
“Good of an answer as any,” said Dave. “Don’t want you churning out any rosy pastoral
nonsense. You gotta give farm life some grit. Not too much; a bit will do.” He asked a couple of
logistical questions––my availability, means of transportation, etc.––and then I had the job: Dave
stuck out his calloused hand, and I shook it, surprised to feel clusters of tiny craters on his palm.
“Welcome aboard, Grace,” he grinned. “How’s about I take you to meet the pigs?”
I told him that sounded lovely. “Do you mind if I use your restroom real quick?” I asked,
pointing to the door. In addition to the root beer, I’d had two cups of Earl Grey that morning; the
need to pee was nearing critical.
Dave shook his head. “Pipes are all messed up down here––been meaning to fix that.
You’d better use the head upstairs. End of the hall.” I thanked him and dashed up the groaning
staircase two steps at a time.
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As I exited the bathroom, drying my hands on my jeans, I took a moment to admire the
upstairs hallway. I’d been to Dave and Amy’s house several times in my youth but had never
ventured beyond the first floor. White wainscoted walls, oak floorboards glossy with age. Cool
morning light streamed in from a single window; it looked like an Andrew Wyeth painting. There
were four doors off of the hallway: three of them closed, one slightly ajar. I stepped over to the
opened door and peered in through the crack, curious if this muted New England aesthetic
carried over into the rooms themselves.
It was a small bedroom, high-ceilinged and lined with sun-faded wallpaper: a pastel
rendition of Noah’s ark and its menagerie of passengers. A child’s room. I could see soft toys and
colorful board books on low, dusty shelves; a padded rocking chair in the corner; an arched metal
crib, white and sterile, against the wall. A needlepoint hung above the headboard, the name JOHN
cross-stitched in capital letters beside a smiling Winnie-the-Pooh.
When I was a kid, I saw a child’s gravestone in a coastal cemetery near Rockland. It was
teddybear-shaped, carved out of dappled pink granite; I can’t remember the name or dates
inscribed. Peering into John’s empty bedroom, I felt the same twinge of melancholy, a dull
despair deep in my bones. Amy and Dave had no children. I didn’t know they’d lost their son.
“Everything coming out all right?” Dave yelled from the foot of the stairs.
I started, turning away from the nursery door. “Down in a second,” I said, my voice
wavering. One final glance into John’s room, and I went downstairs to meet the pigs.

There were three of them: three little pigs in the pen behind Dave’s barn, snuffling and
smacking their lips over a tray of corn feed.
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“Pigs,” said Dave, kneeling down in front of the fence, “meet Grace.” He looked up at
me, straight-faced, a mischievous glimmer in his eyes. “Grace, meet pigs.”
“Hello, pigs,” I said, waving awkwardly. They ignored my introduction. One of them
trotted over to nibble my outstretched hand and bolted, squealing, when I pulled away. The pigs
didn’t look anything like I expected: they were glossy and pinkish-black, with large ears
drooping over their eyes like horse blinders.
“Are their ears supposed to be like that?” I asked.
Dave nodded. “Keeps their eyes safe. Large Blacks are foragers—always rooting around,
digging up acorns and tree stumps to munch on. That’s part of the reason I like them so much.
Soon as these guys are big enough, we’ll move their pen into the woods and let them do their
thing out there.”
“Is that safe?”
Dave’s glasses caught the sun as he looked over to the swaying sea of pines at the bottom
of the hill. “As long as they don’t get out.”

I worked on Dave’s farm for the next five months. The hours were long, the pay minimal,
but I was enjoying myself, relishing the steady routine the job provided. Every morning at six I
got into my sputtering Volvo and made the half-hour drive to New Gloucester, downing
Americanos and half-listening to the BBC World Service on NPR. (Droning reports on the recent
Brexit vote, mostly, but occasionally they’d throw a real gem in the mix to make it worth my
while––I often think about the naked man seen descending Glastonbury Tor, speaking in garbled
Latin.) I started to familiarize myself with the blink-and-you-miss-it landmarks on my route: the
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lonely mobile home with year-round Christmas tree-racks out front; the burnt black barn that
threatened to topple over any day now; low fields near the train tracks that stayed flooded for
weeks after heavy rain. Sometimes my eyes would catch movement in the forests, dark twisting
shapes between the trees, and I’d remember Carson’s fireside stories and smile.
My daily tasks were numerous and varied: sometimes I’d transplant seedlings from the
greenhouse to one of the fields; other times, Dave would send me to deliver herbs and
microgreens to organic restaurants in the greater Portland area. A surprising amount of my time,
however, was spent with the pigs.
Dave had been keeping pigs for over a decade, always three at a time: one for him, one to
sell, and one for a friend. He would pick them up in July, ten weeks old and newly weaned, and
care for them with all the love one would show a family pet until the first week of December.
Sometimes I would even hear him singing to the pigs: gravel-voiced lullabies about a prickly
little boy and his bed of pins and needles.
I told Dave early on that I wasn’t comfortable staying for the slaughter. I couldn’t
imagine killing something I had helped raise, no matter how dignified and painless the death.
“Fair enough,” he said. This was in August, unseasonably humid for Maine. Dave leaned
over the fence to scratch one of the pigs behind its massive ears; it snorted gratefully and flopped
over on its side, smiling. “I like to think I owe it to them—being with them when they die. I want
to thank them for their good work and the sacrifice they make.” He removed his glasses, wiped
the lens with a musty blue bandana. “It’s important to say goodbye.”
The little pigs were getting bigger. All three had doubled in weight since I arrived; their
floppy ears had lengthened considerably, framing their faces like the armored plates of some
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prehistoric beast, hiding their onyx-black eyes. The pigs were too large and deep-bodied to be
snatched up by interloping coyotes anymore. By the end of the month, we’d made all the
necessary arrangements to move them to their new home. Dave and I constructed a two-acre pen
in the woods, with only a small section of fence visible from the house on the hill. I staked Tposts into the boggy forest floor until my hands were blistered raw; we went through Dave’s
entire supply of electric fencing and had to drive out to Raymond for more. The pigs acclimated
quickly to their surroundings. Soon they were weaving through the trees like wild ponies at full
gallop, gnawing on tree roots and pulpy rotten logs, happy as pigs in shit.

I was still living at home during this time, saving up my meager wages, earning my keep
through gardening on weekends and long walks with the dog after work. On a typical day, I
would leave Dave’s around four and spend a couple hours writing in the evening––I’d put my
unstarted albatross of a novel to one side, focused on composing strange little stories about lost
children in the woods.
The melancholy of John’s empty nursery stayed with me. I never dreamt of asking Dave
about his bereavement––morbid as my curiosity was, I hadn’t lost my sense of tact. I eventually
decided to broach the topic with my parents.
“Did Dave and Amy have any kids?” I asked them at dinner one night.
My dad frowned, a sautéed beet green dangling from the corner of his mouth. “None that
I know of,” he said. He paused to swallow. “Amy had a daughter from her first marriage, but she
moved out to Montana with her father after the divorce. She’d be in her thirties now, give or
take.”
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I speared a slice of steak on my fork and chewed it pensively, remembering John’s metal
crib, the dusty stuffed animals on the shelves. “I don’t think he’s ever mentioned her to me.”
“Dave’s usually pretty quiet about his personal life,” said my mom. She lowered her
voice as if Dave was listening in on our conversation twenty miles away. “I don’t think they get
along, him and the daughter. It’s got to be hard being a step-parent.”
“It’s a sore spot for him, from what I’ve gathered,” said my dad. “He opened up a bit
about it at practice a few years back. Kept saying he was a lousy father.”
“That’s kind of hard to believe,” I said. “Seems like he’d be a good dad.”
My mom shrugged. “People are complicated,” she said, and sipped her Chardonnay.
A lull. The sound of silverware scraping porcelain plates. Basil, our six-year-old yellow
lab, plopped down on his haunches next to me, wide-eyed and silently begging for scraps.
I debated asking my parents about John outright––was there ever a time when Amy and
Dave were expecting a child?––but decided against it. Dave probably never mentioned that
tragic chapter of his life to them or to anyone. I tried to imagine Dave as a lousy father: uncaring
and distant towards his kid, biological or otherwise. It was difficult to reconcile that image with
the Dave I knew—that benevolent goblin-grinned trickster, a doting husband, my considerate
and approachable boss. I agreed with my mother’s sentiment: People are complicated. Raising a
child is not the same as keeping pigs six months out of the year: two wildly different skillsets
with only a modicum of overlap.
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Autumn came slowly. The August heat lingered, and the leaves held on to their greenery
as long as they could. When the trees finally turned, the colors were sere and lusterless: brown
leaves on the branches, no fractal fireworks of deep yellow ochres and reds.
In early September, I caught a group of teenaged boys snooping around the woods in
hunting orange, cheap Walmart rifles slung over their shoulders. They jumped when I snuck up
on them from behind. (In hindsight, I realize I was lucky they didn’t shoot.)
“People’ve been complaining about wild pigs down by the lake,” said one of the boys.
His chin gleamed with constellations of acne. “We thought… y’know…”
“Get the hell off my property!” I yelled, relishing the chance to say those words. “These
pigs are mine!”
The boys stormed away. The acned kid hurled a few half-hearted insults, exploded a
disintegrating tree stump with a furious kick.
“Jack,” said one of his friends, “calm the fuck down.”
I just laughed and went to inspect the pen: I needed to make sure the pigs hadn’t found a
way out.
I had started to think of them as my pigs. I never considered myself their owner—I was
more like their steward, a benign protector who fed and cared for her young charges and kept
them from mischief. I named them after fictional pigs from my childhood favorites: Poppleton,
Hen Wen, and Pigling Bland. Dave accepted these cognomens after some initial reluctance, but I
would still catch him referring to the pigs as “Breakfast, Lunch, and Supper” from time to time.
Hen Wen was the smallest of the three––or, more accurately, the least enormous––and the
only female. It was impossible to know for sure, but I suspect she was the pig who tried to nibble
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my fingers the day we met: Hen Wen was more gregarious with her affections than either of her
brothers and certainly more skittish. Like their literary namesakes, Poppleton and Pigling Bland
were mild-mannered swine, docile and dependable, content to laze around in the duff on sunny
days, but they could run with surprising speed and dexterity whenever they heard the dinner bell.
As a certified organic farmer, Dave had a slew of opinions on the animal feed industry
and would voice them to anyone willing to listen. The production and distribution of commercial
grain rely inordinately on fossil fuels, the great bugbear of environmental-minded agriculturists
like Dave. After years of watching the price of feed rise, Dave and Amy decided to wean their
pigs off of a grain-based diet. (“It isn’t natural, anyway,” Dave said. “We wanted our pigs to eat
like pigs.”) Large Blacks, those gentle giants with preternatural foraging prowess, became their
best bet for sustainable pig-keeping. Poppleton, Hen Wen, and Pigling Bland gorged themselves
on windblown apples, acorns, and all the delicacies of the forest floor––I watched Poppleton
slurp up a spotted salamander and queasily wondered if amphibians were a part of their regular
provender. Dave and I supplemented the pigs’ menu with gardening surplus and muck from the
duckpond, still filling their trough with corn feed every so often; in the first three months, we
only went through six fifty-pound bags of grain.
For the majority of their short lives, the pigs seemed happy and healthy; we only needed
to call a vet once, after Pigling Bland had his accident. I was tending the tomato plants when it
happened, though the particulars of the incident remained a mystery to me for a long time. All I
heard was a long, ghastly squeal from deep in the woods. Pigling Bland burst out of the forest,
ears flapping like batwings, wee-wee–weeing all the way to the lean-to I’d help build in the field.
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I found him quivering on his side, blood seeping into the straw beneath him. His tufted black tail
was gone, bitten off at the base.
The vet came to the farm later that afternoon, barreling up the driveway in her monstrous
Ford F-150. A small, bleached-blonde twentysomething with a bronzy spray-tan, she was only a
few years older than me, which made me feel self-conscious. The vet said that tail-biting was
common in pigs, usually in response to insufficient diet or overcrowding. She looked somewhat
troubled when I told her about our pigs’ robust feeding regimen and the size of their woodland
pen. “Sometimes vice crops up and there’s nothing to explain it. This is a pretty extreme case,
I’ve got to admit.” She glanced down at Pigling Bland’s bandaged rump; he was drowsing in the
barn after his treatment and antibiotics. “Usually, it starts small—some minor biting over a long
period of time. Nothing like this.”
Dave thanked the vet for her assistance and went back to the fields, leaving me to walk
her back to her truck. “Have you worked here long?” she asked. One of her cowboy boots was
missing a rubber sole; her left heel clapped rhythmically against the hard-packed dirt.
“A couple months,” I said. “It’s just a post-college gig, but I’m liking it so far.”
“Well, it’s a beautiful spot.” She smiled at me, a blinding flash of too-white teeth. “Like I
said: keep him quarantined until we know there’s no infection. And you’d better figure out which
of the other piggies was the one that bit him. Chances are you’ve got a repeat offender on your
hands.”
I stopped and thought about Poppleton and Hen Wen, a question forming on my lips.
“What if it wasn’t either of them?”
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The vet stared at me for a moment before laughing: a high-pitched, nasal giggle. “It’s got
to be one of them!” she said, climbing up into the driver’s seat. “Unless he’s been hanging out
with other pigs!” She slammed the door shut, waved through the window, and sped away.
After the dust had settled on the driveway, I went out into the darkening forest, flashlight
in hand, to check on the pigs. Hen Wen and Poppleton were huddled together near the edge of
the woods, fidgeting anxiously and gnawing on dead branches. I was no expert on porcine
behavior, but I could tell that they were innocent. The pigs had never been violent before––not to
me or each other. They were just as scared as poor Pigling Bland. Something else had injured
him, and I––against my better judgment, perhaps––I wanted to know what it was.
Tramping through banks of crackling leaves, I made my way around the pen’s perimeter,
shining my light in search of anything out of the ordinary. Finally, I found what I was looking
for: a mound of loose dirt and small rocks; beside it, a crudely dug tunnel spanning both sides of
the fence. It was too narrow for our pigs—I doubt even Hen Wen could have squeezed her head
inside. Something had burrowed under the fence to join them in their pen.
A shiver prickled the back of my neck; a gust of wind blew through the trees, and all of a
sudden it truly felt like autumn. What if it was still in there with them? I thought, panicking. I
noticed something on the ground in front of me that assuaged that particular fear. I knelt down to
look at it. It was limp and dark with dried blood. A long tail topped with a tuft of coarse black
hair.
We filled in the tunnel the following morning, packing it tight with fresh topsoil and
covering it with brush. Dave didn’t seem too worried about our mysterious intruder returning.
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“Whatever it was, it probably just wanted to say hi and got spooked,” he said. “I don’t think he’ll
be coming back anytime soon.”
“You sure about that?” I said. I had to stop to stretch my shoulders––wheeling the low,
squeaking wheelbarrow back and forth through the bumpy forest was beginning to take its toll.
“Call it a hunch,” said Dave. “After all that hullaballoo yesterday, he’s going to want to
steer clear of the pigs for a couple months at least.”
I can’t say I understood Dave’s logic, but he was right: The trespasser did not pay the
pigs another visit. For the rest of my time at the farm, I never came across another hole under the
fence.
Pigling Bland recovered quickly and without incident. Soon, he was reunited with his
siblings in their pen, chowing down on rotten fruit and galloping through the trees as if nothing
had ever happened, blissfully indifferent to his battle scar: a shortened stump, flat and pink at the
end like a second snout. I was the only living being still troubled by his wound, still curious to
know what had caused it.

One rainy afternoon in November, Dave asked me to have lunch with him. We had eaten
together before, usually quick midday meals on the shady wrap-around porch, but never anything
to warrant a formal invitation. “You don’t have to, obviously,” he said. “I just thought, since the
weather’s acting up, it might be nice to sit inside for a while and shoot the shit.”
“Sure,” I said, a little hesitant. As much as I liked Dave, there was something inherently
creepy about an older man asking his young female employee to dine with him. Stepping through
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the front door, I took off my mud-caked boots, draped my dripping raincoat over the rack in the
hallway, and went into the toasty farmhouse kitchen.
It was getting colder every day, temperatures dropping to the low thirties at night. For
now, the pigs were keeping warm in their three-sided shelter, steam rising off their bodies as they
huddled together on the straw, but soon we would have to move them into the bank barn on the
hill. They would spend the last weeks of their lives adjusting to a new environment, never to
return to their beloved woodland pen. Inside Dave’s house, I could see all the signs of the
impending winter: windows caulked, rugs on the floors, cords of firewood stacked in the hall.
I took a seat at the long kitchen table and tucked my feet under the chair. A few lingering
beads of rainwater dribbled down my nose; I wiped them away with a checkered cloth napkin
and placed it in my lap. Dave presented me with a platter of ham sandwiches (the meat from last
years’ pigs––eating them required some cognitive dissonance on my part) and a pot of poppyseed
mustard. He hovered over his chair for a moment, then took a brown glass growler from the
fridge and poured himself a glass.
“A gift from my neighbors,” Dave explained. “They’ve started up a brewery down the
road and asked me to taste-test. Easiest job I’ve ever had.” He sipped the dark brown beer and
ahhed with satisfaction, his mustache coated in foam. “You want any?” he asked.
I shook my head. “I’m all set.” The beer looked good, but I wasn’t going to let my boss
foist it onto me in the middle of the workday.
We ate our sandwiches and talked about the weather, the pigs, what my parents were up
to. Dave asked me about my book; I told him, with an honesty that surprised me, that I had set it
aside for the time being. He just laughed and helped himself to another glass. “You can always
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come back to it later,” he said. “When you end up writing the great American farm novel, make
sure you send me a copy.”
When we were finished with the sandwiches, Dave served tea and homemade spice cake,
fresh from the oven. Dave would always bring a spice cake when he and Amy came over for
dinner; growing up, I associated that moist, gingery taste with autumn.
The storm still hadn’t let up. Whenever the conversation lulled, I watched the rivulets
running down the windowpanes, heard the continual tattoo of raindrops against the gutters. These
hiatuses were becoming more frequent: I had depleted my repertoire of small talk, and I felt
uncomfortable seeing Dave drink like this. He had already drained two glasses and started
pouring himself a third after he had finished his tea. Dave’s behavior had not crossed the line into
impropriety––he hadn’t said or done anything that I’d consider offensive or inappropriate––but I
didn’t want to stick around to see if it would. I would finish my cake, thank him for lunch, and
see myself out.
Dave leaned forward in his seat and gazed at the wood stove, an antique cast-iron
monstrosity that jutted out awkwardly, too large to fit inside the wide fireplace nook. “What are
you going to do after the pigs are gone?” Dave asked.
“I’m not really sure,” I admitted. “I’ve been talking with couple friends from school––
we’re thinking about moving to New York sometime, if we can afford it.”
“A dyed-in-the-wool Mainer becoming a city kid,” said Dave, grinning. “That’s just
tragic. When I was your age, I definitely gave it some thought. I’m glad I stayed put, though. All
those people, all that noise—not my idea of a good time.” He pronounced idea like a true New
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Englander: idear. “No, I’m too much of a homebody for that. Most nights I’m sitting in the
rocking chair in John’s room with a good book––that’s plenty of excitement for me.”
I almost choked on a mouthful of spice cake. Dave had said his son’s name. I sipped my
tea and wondered how I was going to play this.
“John’s room?” I asked. I hoped it sounded casual.
“Oh,” said Dave. He slowly turned to face me. “John’s… John was my son. That’s the
name we gave––we wanted to give him.”
Even though I knew who John was, I still felt that same wave of melancholy. “I’m so
sorry, Dave,” I said, and I meant it; I’d wanted to tell him that ever since I looked inside of
John’s room. “I didn’t know.”
“Amy kept his bedroom just the way she decorated it, after all these years. I can’t bring
myself to change it.” Dave’s face was flushed, his eyes misty; he tapped his beer glass and
pushed it aside. “Listen, Grace,” he said, “it ain’t easy being a parent. It’s a cruel world out there.
You do everything you can to keep your kid safe, to protect them from that cruelty—and, in the
end, you’re left to wonder if you just caused more harm. You’ll say things you wish you hadn’t.
You’ll do things you regret. But if I could do it all over again, I would.” Dave slumped back in
his chair, shifted his gaze back towards the stove. “I would do everything different.”
Rain on the gutters. The muffled crackle of firewood. I had no idea what to say to Dave; I
debated finishing my spice cake, but I didn’t want to break the silence.
“Sorry,” said Dave after a while. “I’m blabbering. You don’t want to listen to an old
man’s sob story.”
“No, it’s okay. Really.”
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Dave smiled mournfully at me. “You’re a good kid, Grace,” he said. He stood up, joints
creaking, and put a hand on his gut. “The beer’s gone right through me. Listen, why don’t you
head on home? Just about quitting time.”
I pushed in my chair, placed the cloth napkin on the table next to my plate. “Thank you
for lunch, Dave,” I said.
“It’s my pleasure,” said Dave. “Thanks for listening.” He staggered over to the ancient
staircase; a few moments later, I heard the bathroom door creak shut.
I stood in the empty farmhouse kitchen and hastily finished my piece of cake, listening to
the steady rainfall. When I had cleared my plate, I brought it over to the sink and rinsed it with
icy tap water. Dave’s half-drunk words were rattling through my mind: I would do everything
different. What did he mean by that? I felt tense and exhausted; I just wanted to go home. Setting
the plate down at the bottom of the slate basin, I walked away from the sink, passing the
domineering cast-iron stove.
I noticed it out of the corner of my eye––in my rush to get out of there, I almost didn’t
think twice. Then I stopped, turned. Something was poking out of the gap between the wood
stove and the fridge: a corner of pale-colored cloth. I stepped closer and dropped to my knees.
The floorboards were worn and scratched: track marks from the fridge being moved. I pulled at
the cloth and gasped.
It was a child’s blanket, threadbare and pinpricked with hundreds of tiny holes. Dry stalks
of straw clung to the fleecy fabric embroidered with animals: pairs of whales, monkeys, and
polar bears, all gazing lovingly at each other. My grim curiosity was quashed as soon as I
remembered where I was. Dave was still upstairs; I wanted to leave before he came back. I
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stuffed the blanket back into the gap, suddenly aware of how far back it went. Of course: the
stove was in front of the fireplace. There was a whole alcove back there. My hand brushed
against something soft that reminded me of the camping mattress from my girl scout days. The
blanket safely stowed, I threw on my boots, grabbed my jacket, and ran out to my Volvo in the
rain.

The next day, Dave approached me while I was out feeding the pigs. He apologized for
his behavior, and for the drinking especially. “I hope I didn’t make you feel uncomfortable,” he
said, eyes downcast.
I told him it was fine, that there was nothing to worry about.
That Friday, I gave my two weeks’ notice. It wasn’t a reflection on our lunchtime
conversation or what I had found behind the stove––well, not exclusively. By the end of
November, the pigs had rooted up everything left to eat in their pen. The apple trees were bare,
their last windblown fruits devoured by deer and other nighttime visitors. When the weather
turned, we moved Poppleton, Hen Wen, and Pigling Bland into the barn and filled their trough
with grain. The date had been set: On Wednesday, December 14th, the pigs would die. Per our
arrangement, I would be gone before the slaughter.
The pigs seemed listless in their small indoor sty. They paced in lethargic little circles,
and didn’t even squeal with the same enthusiasm. All three had ballooned to their ideal market
weight, as Dave called it: wide hams, round bellies, double- and triple-chins; even Hen Wen
must have weighed over two hundred pounds. I still came every morning at half-past six to give
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them their morning feed. Afterwards, the pigs would dodder over to me on their thick legs and
nuzzle my hand with their wet black snouts.
Reports of feral hogs were increasing. A hunter shot four of them in the woods near
Sabbathday Lake and had his photograph featured in the Lewiston Sun Journal: a craggy-faced
man in his fifties kneeling over his bloodstained trophies, their mouths agape, rigored in frozen
cries of pain. They were smaller than our pigs, but they had the same dark hair––it was longer
and wilder, clumped with thick grey mud. The photo depressed me. I couldn’t help but wonder if
Poppleton, Hen Wen, and Pigling Bland would look like that after the job was done, before they
were sent off to be processed by the local butcher.
On the second Friday of the month, my time as Dave’s assistant pig-keeper came to its
official end. The pigs themselves would depart five days later, and only one would come back to
the farm in well-wrapped packages to be kept in Dave’s industrial-sized freezer.
A cold wind greeted me as I exited the barn for what I thought was the last time; I paused
to listen to the susurrus of skeletal trees at the bottom of the hill. Dave stood on the wrap-around
porch, hands in the pockets of his brown jacket. He presented me with a wicker basket of
homemade goodies as a token of thanks: jams and jellies, bottles of root beer, and a small tray of
spice cake.
“Great working with you, kid,” he said. “Just want you to know how much I appreciate
everything you’ve done.”
I thanked Dave, promised him I’d keep in touch. He waved to me from the porch as I
backed out of the potholed dirt driveway.
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I was happy to leave––no more early morning alarms, no more worrying about nocturnal
intruders getting into the pen—but I knew I would miss it. For those five months, I felt a real
sense of purpose, however humble or insignificant it may have been. Those three tiny black
squealers had grown into strange, antediluvian behemoths under my care; I fed them, named
them, tried to keep them safe. I knew I would miss the pigs. I would miss Dave’s musings, his
off-color jokes, the mischievous twinkle in his eyes. And, in a peculiar way, I knew I would miss
John. I’d miss glimpsing the artifacts he left behind, weaving them together into a tragic,
imagined story.

It snowed that Tuesday night: a light dusting, thin and apologetic, barely covering my
parent’s front lawn. I pictured Poppleton, Hen Wen, and Pigling Bland cantering through the
trees, snuffling at the falling flurries, foraging for unearthed comestibles under the gray sweep of
snow. Maybe Dave would take them out one last time to explore the wintery forest. I
remembered something he said to me, back in the heat of late August: It’s important to say
goodbye. For what it was worth, I wanted to see the pigs one last time.
Dave didn’t answer his phone when I called from the road. Not surprising: the man was
vocally averse to modern technological conveniences. His cell phone was a venerable brick of a
thing that he liked to call a dumb phone. After I took the exit ramp towards Gray, I parked in a
mostly-vacant McDonald’s lot and sent Dave a text that sounded like a letter:
Hi, Dave. I hope I didn’t wake you. Would it be ok if I came to say goodbye to the
pigs one last time? Driving through New Gloucester right now – let me know. Have a
great night!
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The snow was still falling, flying towards my windshield in a way that makes me think of
sci-fi movies: streaks of stars seen from hyperdrive. The full moon shone bright behind the
clouds; encircled by its rose-gold corona, it looked like the white pupil of an eye. I drove past
familiar fields and farmhouses that seemed to glow blue in the moonlight. It was after eleven
o’clock at night; Dave hadn’t responded to my text. I considered turning around before I got
there, but I kept going. Past the mobile home with the Christmas tree-racks, finally displaying
their wares; past the scorched barn that had yet to collapse in on itself. I was determined to say
goodbye.
I parked on the main road, right beside Dave’s battered mailbox––I didn’t want to wake
him with my headlights, make him think his house was being burgled in the dead of night. Snow
crunched under my boots as I walked up the unshovelled drive to the house. The lights were all
off; I decided Dave must have called it a night. Making as little noise as I could, I sneaked over
to the lower bank of the barn and opened the door.
Deep snores rumbled from the pigsty. The familiar sulfuric scent of pig manure. I tiptoed
towards the sleeping pigs––I could only see two of them, leaning against each other in
untroubled slumber. Kneeling down to them, I told my pigs how much I was going to miss them,
how proud I was to have served as their protector.
“Thank you, guys,” I whispered. “Thank you for everything.”
One of the pigs rolled over and smacked his lips. Poppleton, I thought, noticing the bald
patch below his chin. It was amazing to me that I could tell them apart. The pig next to him was
Pigling Bland, easily identified by his stump of a tail. I stood, craning my neck to peer into the
dark recesses of the sty. I couldn’t see Hen Wen anywhere––all three usually slept together in one
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grunting pile. A pang of apprehension: had she gotten out? The more I thought about it, the less
dreadful it seemed. Maybe Hen Wen had escaped the fate that awaited her brothers. I closed the
barn door behind me, wondering how I could’ve missed her in the small, cramped stall. Then I
saw her.
Dave’s slight dark figure was descending the hill, leading Hen Wen by a halter towards
the woods. The absurdity of the image struck me before anything; I remembered seeing an old
woman dragging a protesting potbelly pig on the sidewalk when I was a kid. Dave coughed,
wiped his face with his jacket sleeve. I wondered what he was doing, if he had heard me coming
up the driveway. For an moment, I considered making my presence known, but by then it was
too late: Dave and Hen had vanished into the ragged trees.
Thinking about it now, I don’t know why I followed; I can’t remember what I expected to
find. Before I realized it, I was stumbling down the slushy hill at a run, picking up momentum as
I approached the woods.
It was impossible to move silently through the trees. The ground gave beneath me; each
crunching step I took sounded like a gunshot in the night. I listened for Dave’s footfalls, for Hen
Wen’s gentle snuffling, and prayed that they wouldn’t hear me. Eventually, I happened upon
fresh footprints in the snow and shadowed their path at what I hoped was a safe distance.
I crouched behind a peeling birch tree when I saw them, squatted down in the snowy
ground to conceal myself. Dave stood in a snowy clearing a few yards away, surrounded by
imposing white pines; Hen Wen rooted around in the slush his side.
He was talking to someone.
“I wasn’t sure if you were coming,” Dave said, his voice almost a whisper.
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A branch snapped; a shadowy blur among the evergreens. Something was coming closer.
“Saw they shot some of your herd a couple weeks back,” said Dave. “And I thought
maybe you could do with another.” He stopped, watched as his silent interlocutor moved out
from the pines.
He was a bit taller than Dave, though his height was exaggerated by a hillock of unkempt
hair. Not hair––it didn’t move like hair, didn’t flow in the cold winter wind. It was stiff and thick,
a mass of unyielding, white-tipped spines. As he stepped into the moonlit glade, I could see that
it extended to his back and shoulders—long, prickly quills plaited with twigs and burrs. He
wasn’t wearing a coat, only trousers made of buckskin or some other kind of leather, and he went
barefoot in the snow. He stared at Dave: bright little eyes in a narrow face covered in quills.
Dave seemed unperturbed. He lifted Hen Wen’s lead from the icy ground and held it out
in front of him. “She’s a sweet girl,” Dave said. “Her name’s Hen Wen. Not that you have to call
her that.”
The quilled man grabbed the halter with sharp fingers. Slowly, he backed away.
“If you ever want to come back, the door’s always open,” said Dave, and I could see him
smile. He fiddled with his glasses, dug his heels into the snow. “Still got your bed made up
where you liked it. We could always move it up to your room, if you’d prefer.”
“Thanks, Dad,” said John. His voice was dark from disuse, throaty and brusque like the
growl of a bear. He coughed and led Hen Wen out of the clearing without looking back. The
woods seemed to come alive as they approached: slinking, shuffling shapes darted between the
trees, squealing joyful greetings to their new sister.

*

*

*

*

*
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I drove up to visit my parents last autumn, a little before Thanksgiving. My dad was
hosting band practice in the garage that Saturday, and I saw Dave for the first time since 2016.
His beard was shorter now and greyer than ever, but his goblin grin remained unchanged. I shook
his hand and felt the pinpricked indentations on his palm. He asked me about life in the city,
what I was up to these days, if I had started that farm book yet.
When rehearsal was over, the last mandolin riff of “Blackberry Blossom” fading, my
dad’s bandmates joined us in the dining room for beer and cider. They told stories of youthful
misadventures, fishing trips gone awry, and asked one another about their jobs and families.
“How are the pigs doing, Dave?” asked Jason, the shaggy-haired guitarist.
“Oh, they’re fine,” he said. “I’ve only got the two of them this year.” Dave took a swig of
beer and looked at me, eyes twinkling with familiar mischief. “One for me, and one for a friend.”
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In the meantime, Hans My Hedgehog kept tending his pigs, and the
pigs had more pigs, and eventually there were so many that the
entire forest was full of them. Then Hans My Hedgehog sent word
to his father to clear out all the pigsties in the village, for he was
coming with such a huge herd of pigs that anyone who wanted to
slaughter one could have his pick
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– from “Hans My Hedgehog,” KHM 108, ATU 44
collected by the Brothers Grim
translated by Jack Zipe
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Jane Error; or
Suburban Gothic

I.
“I told you, I can’t tonight,” says Jane, her iPhone pressed to her ear. “Gotta babysit.”
Ellie makes a noise of mock-exasperation on the other line. “Who’s the kid?” she asks.
Jane has to think for a minute. She remembered Mrs. Mortimer telling her her son’s name
a couple times at least, but now she was drawing a blank. “Some neighbor’s kid,” she says. “The
mom just, like, showed up at my house yesterday. Like, I’ve never even seen this lady before.”
“Weird,” says Ellie.
“So weird.”
A warm evening in early September; the sun was about to set. Jane walks along the treelined sidewalk, passing the neighborhood’s pastel-painted houses and manicured lawns. She had
lived here for fifteen years, most of her life: her family had moved to the suburbs from Philly
when Jane was two. Her earliest memories are contained within the limits of the Doylestown
Hunt subdivision. For a time, this whorl of residential streets had been her whole world.
She scans the familiar houses on her right, keeps her eyes peeled for the Mortimers'
address. Which house was theirs? she wondered. How many times had she passed it before? Ellie
tells her all about the party she’ll be missing: how Mark’s parents are out of town for the
weekend, how his older brother’s picking up a keg from the place in Buckingham Green that
didn’t card.
Jane stops beside a squat metal mailbox. On the front, a bas-relief horseman blowing a
curved hunting horn: 47 Steeplechase Drive. Jane looks to the house. It’s a nice place, by
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neighborhood standards: a single-story ranch with a two-car garage, plenty of windows, holly
hedges and an old elm tree out front.
“I think this is the place,” says Jane, cutting off Ellie’s enumeration of everyone who’d be
in attendance: Ashley, Violet, Tyler, Zoe C., Lexie…
Ellie makes the same exasperated noise. “Have fun tonight,” she says.
Jane laughs. “I’ll try.” She hangs up, puts the phone in her pocket, and goes up to the
front door. No doorbell, only a lion’s head knocker with

MORTIMER

engraved on the nameplate

below. Jane lifts the ring from its jaws and gives it a few knocks.
Shuffling from inside the house. The door swings open, revealing Mrs. Mortimer, a tall,
long-faced woman in her early thirties. Her hair is dripping wet, long blonde tresses darkened
with water, and she’s wearing a quilted, cream-colored bathrobe. She seems relieved to see Jane
standing there on her front porch.
“Thank goodness you’re here,” says Mrs. Mortimer. She opens the door wide and
welcomes the babysitter into her home.

II.
“We so appreciate you agreeing to this on such short notice,” said Mrs. Mortimer, gently
closing the front door behind Jane. She spoke with the slightest hint of a French accent. “Our
usual sitter was unavailable.”
No worries, Jane had wanted to say—that or some other innocuous pleasantry—but
before she could even open her mouth, Mrs. Mortimer went on talking.
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“Well, I say ‘our usual sitter,’ but, truth be told, my husband and I haven’t had a night out
in months.” She laughed: a single, sharp HA! that seemed to hang in the air.
They were standing in the living room, a modest-sized space furnished with plush velvet
armchairs and a low, tufted settee. The floral-print curtains were drawn, a thin bar of sunlight
escaping from the interstice. Jane saw no other light source save an unlit lamp in the corner. She
felt a little unnerved by the gloominess in the otherwise cheerful room.
“You should expect us home at eleven-thirty, midnight at the latest,” said Mrs. Mortimer.
She looked at Jane, her face drawn with worry. “That isn’t too late, is it?”
“No, that’s––”
“Perfect,” said Mrs. Mortimer, anxiety vanishing in an instant. “Oh, you’re an angel,
Jane.” She flashed a wide smile, revealing a gap between her two front teeth. Jane hadn’t noticed
it the day before; now she couldn’t stop staring. She did her best to ignore it, shifting her gaze up
to Mrs. Mortimer’s wide, rheumy eyes that rarely looked her way.
“Now,” said Mrs. Mortimer, her nasal voice like a thunderclap. “ Timothy must be in bed
by eight o’clock––that means he will not be having any chocolate cake, no matter what he says.
If he’s rambunctious at bedtime, read him a story until he nods off.” A sly glance towards Jane,
as if they were co-conspirators in some impermissible plot. “That usually does the trick.”
Mrs. Mortimer paused, drew a deep breath and exhaled audibly. Water dripped from her
hair, splashed on the hardwood floor. She didn’t seem to notice—her watery eyes were fixed on
Jane, unblinking. “Do you have any questions for me?” she asked.
Jane hesitated. She hated when parents asked her this kind of thing. What did they want
her to ask of them: Does your kid have any allergies? Who should I call if there’s a fire? This
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kind of information should be included in the parental preamble, she thought; it wasn’t her job to
suss it out. Of course, there were always questions that she wanted to ask, but couldn’t for the
sake of decorum—in this case: Why is it I’ve never seen you before? Do you always keep the
house this dark? Are you actually French?
“I don’t think so,” said Jane.
For a moment, Mrs. Mortimer seemed disappointed. Then the gap-toothed smile returned,
broader than before. “Well, if you do think of something, you can ask me as soon as I’m
dressed.”
“Sounds great,” said Jane.
Mrs. Mortimer shuffled out of the living room and down the hall, her bathrobe billowing
out behind her. Jane waited until her footsteps had faded before moving to examine the room.
There was no television, no stereo, no miscellaneous cords or wires trailing on the floor; the
Morris-style lamp in the corner seemed to be the only electrical device in sight. A little odd,
perhaps, but not unheard of. When she was young, Jane had a friend who went to the Waldorf
school in Kimberton. His house was devoid of electronics, his purple playroom filled with the
smooth wooden toys of a German peasant-child. Jane didn’t peg the Mortimers as a Waldorf
family.
She went over to the fireplace, tracing the ornate carvings on the wooden mantel:
Corinthian columns and curlicues of acanthus leaves. There were several sepia-tinted
photographs on the mantlepiece; they looked more like daguerreotypes than standard family
photos. Two identical twin boys, dark and dour-faced, dressed in matching uniforms; a blonde
little girl in a towering bonnet holding a bouquet of lilies; a portrait of Mrs. Mortimer and her
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well-dressed, somber husband. He was a little older than his wife—mid-thirties, perhaps; behind
him, a configuration of shadows blending into the vignette. Jane studied the photo more intently.
It must have been a trick of the light, a dark fold in the backdrop. The shadow almost resembled
a person: a small, misshapen person with pointed ears.
She heard a squeaking noise from behind her, a sharp metallic screech against the
hardwood floor. Jane turned to see a young boy standing in the hallway. He was around eight
years old, with mousy hair and dark, mournful eyes. He wore a blue-and-white sailor suit, and he
pulled an antique toy lamb on wheels behind him.
“Hi there!” said Jane in her best babysitter voice: cheerful and only a tad condescending.
She knelt to get on his level. “You must be Timothy! I’m Jane.”
Timothy Mortimer looked at her with blank indifference. His pale fingers tightened on
the lamb’s pull-string. “I don’t want a new governess,” he said. He spoke with a crisp British
accent.
Jane was taken aback. Why did he sound like that? It was like being addressed by a
diminutive BBC reporter. And what, exactly, did he mean by governess?
“What was that?” she said.
“I don’t want a new governess,” repeated Timothy. “Not after the last one.” He started
back down the long carpeted hall in a huff, pulling his squeaking lamb behind him. He paused in
front of a door, the second on the left, as if he was waiting for someone.
Jane watched as a young woman around her age stepped out of the doorway and took
Timothy’s outstretched hand. She was wearing a colorful sundress, loose-fitting and airy, all
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yellows and greens. Hand in hand, Timothy and the girl disappeared into the room; the door shut
behind them. The sound of childish laughter, then silence.
Jane peered down the hallway, deeply discomfited. Who was that girl? she wondered. Did
Timothy have a sister? Why didn’t Mrs. Mortimer mention her? She stepped cautiously towards
the hall, feeling as if she were breaking an unspoken rule, a Bluebeardian decree: if you should
leave the living room, expect my just anger and resentment.
“Looking for someone, are we?” said a voice, silky smooth, from behind her.
There was a woman standing there: mid-fifties, stern-faced, her bobbed hair streaked with
silver. Her clothes were dark—a black silk gown, a black belt, high-heeled black boots.
“Sorry,” Jane said, her fright turned to embarrassment. “I-I didn’t know anyone else was
here.”
“That,” said the woman, “is hardly an excuse to be snooping about.” She had the same
accent as Timothy; Jane wondered if he had acquired it from her. The woman looked Jane up and
down, her lips pursed in displeasure. “Who are you?” she asked.
Her schoolmarmish tone made Jane uncomfortable, even angry. She remembered Mrs.
Lachlan, her strict fifth-grade teacher, the way she called on students who clearly hadn’t done the
reading. The woman even resembled Mrs. Lachlan with her pouting lips and bulging, fish-like
eyes.
“Speak up!” said the woman. “Who are you?”
Jane swallowed her frustration and introduced herself, offering her hand to the woman.
The woman gave it a tepid shake, pulling away as if she had just touched something germ-ridden
and slimy. It was insulting, Jane thought, to be treated like this, but she was resolved not to dwell
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on it. She was getting paid, after all; Mrs. Mortimer had offered more than her usual rate. She
could deal with this rude old woman, whoever she was.
“Mrs. Mortimer asked me to babysit Timothy tonight,” said Jane.
The woman smiled: an especially dour smile. “That wasn’t so hard, now was it?” she
said. She turned on her black-booted heels and started across the room away. She stopped, tapped
her leg twice as if telling a dog to come. “Keep up!” she barked.
Jane glanced back down the hallway for any sign of Mrs. Mortimer. Nothing. She sighed,
brushed her hair out of her eyes, and followed the woman out of the living room.

III.
Through the door and into the low-ceilinged kitchen. The room was irradiant with early
evening light; it streamed in from high windows above the counter. Pea-green walls bedecked
with gleaming copper pudding molds of all sizes. The kettle on the imperious cast iron stove in
the corner hissed and burbled cheerfully.
“Excuse me?” said Jane to the woman. “Um, who are you, exactly?”
“I am Mrs Phillips,” the woman said. “The Mortimers’ housekeeper.”
“Oh,” said Jane. She was not particularly accustomed to housekeepers—she knew a
handful of her neighbours hired cleaners to come in once or twice a month. Mrs Phillips, on the
other hand, seemed a constant presence in the Mortimer household. Jane thought of the girl in the
yellow sundress. “Do the Mortimers have any other, uh, servants?” she asked, wondering if that
was the appropriate word.
Mrs Phillips looked at her blankly. “Only me.”
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Jane nodded, her mind reeling with the implications of her answer. Who was this girl?
Why was she here? Jane wondered if she should say something.
“I thought I saw––” Jane began, but she was interrupted by the kettle’s shrill whistle,
steam skyrocketing from its spout. Mrs Phillips reached for one of the crocheted pot-holders on
the counter and lifted the singing kettle from the stovetop. She hunched over to pour the boiling
water into a porcelain teapot—on it, a blue-clad horseman pursued a great blue dog past hazel
stems and hedgerows.
“I trust my mistress has given you your instructions for the evening?”
“She did, yeah,” said Jane.
“And you’ve met young Master Timothy?”
Jane hesitated, her thoughts still on the mysterious girl. “Briefly.”
Mrs Phillips smiled, lowered the kettle back onto the stove. “A lovely child,” she said. “A
little standoffish, perhaps, but that’s just shyness, you know. Poor dear hasn’t been the same
since his last governess left us.”
“That’s rough,” said Jane, not sure exactly what to say. She didn’t know how children
usually reacted to their governesses’ leaving; she had never met anyone with a governess, had
never heard the word spoken in earnest until today. Before this, Jane’s experience with
governesses was restricted to the books she’d read in AP English. She thought of Timothy’s
standoffish greeting: I don’t want a new governess. In hindsight, it was kind of cute: he was just
being protective.
“I’m pretty sure Timothy thinks I’m trying to replace her,” said Jane, grinning. “The
governess, I mean.”
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Mrs Phillips’s smile faded, and Jane felt as if she had made some grievous faux pas.
Evidently, this was not how one spoke about a governess.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “Did… did something happen with the last governess?”
“I don’t see how that’s any of your concern.”
Jane felt her frustration rising. “Well, you were the one who brought her up.”
“A sensible young girl would know she has no right to pry into the Mortimers’ personal
affairs,” hissed Mrs Phillips, her fishy eyes bulging. “You are not to ask about the other
babysitter ever again.”
Jane blinked. “The governess, right?”
“Hmm?”
“I’m not to ask about the other governess ever again.”
Another dour smile. “As I said.” Mrs Phillips went back to preparing tea, pouring milk
into a cow-shaped creamer.
Jane crept back towards the kitchen door. She didn’t want to spend any more time with
this woman if she could help it. This governess shit was getting tiresome. She may not have been
an expert, but she knew that governess and babysitter were not interchangeable terms. Everyone
knew that.
“Well, it was very nice to meet, Mrs Phillips,” said Jane. “Mrs Mortimer did ask me to
wait for her while she’s getting dressed, so…” She opened the door a crack. “I guess I’ll be going
now.”
“Very good,” said Mrs Phillips. “In the meantime, why don’t you bring the master his
tea?”
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“You want me to bring Timothy his tea?” she blurted, feeling a tingle of warmth behind
her ears. This was too much. The kid couldn’t be bothered to come get his tea? Hardly
standoffish: he was just a little brat.
“No!” laughed Mrs Philips. “Not Master Timothy. I mean Mr Mortimer. You’ll find him
in his study.” She lifted a tea tray from the counter and forced it into Jane’s hands. “Fifth door on
the left. Knock before you enter.”
Jane stood for a moment, struggling to balance the silver tray. She looked down at the
blue-and-white teapot, the assortment of biscuits on a bright china plate depicting birds of
paradise nestling in wreaths of convolvuli. What the hell, she thought—Mr Mortimer couldn’t be
any worse than Mrs Phillips. She’d serve the man his tea and then go back into the living room to
wait.
Mrs Phillips watched Jane struggle, and her lips curled in a smile. It was odd, the way she
smiled: there was no joy in it, no warmth; it seemed she had learned to smile from illustrations in
a textbook.
“Take care, now,” said Mrs Phillips. She held the kitchen door open for Jane and let it
slam behind her.
“What a charming woman,” said Jane under her breath. Part of her hoped Mrs Phillips
could still hear her.
Jane walked through the dark living room, bone china chittering on the silver tray with
every step. The long, carpeted hallway almost seemed longer than before, as if there were too
many rooms for a house of this size; Jane idly wondered how it could fit them all. She paused in
front of the second door on her left, listened for any sign of Timothy or the girl. Not a sound. She
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turned away from the door, noticed the solemn oil portrait on the wall across from her: a man,
grey-bearded, in fusty military attire, gold-fringed epaulettes on his thickset shoulders. He had
the same dark eyes as Timothy, the same sloping chin. Staring at the painting made Jane feel
uneasy. She continued down the corridor, glancing up at the innumerable sconces, their pale wax
candles unlit.
Jane felt a rush of icy air tickling the back of her neck as she passed the third door on the
right; a vague smell, earthy and crypt-like, filled her nostrils. The door was identical to its
neighbours save for the black warded lock just above the knob. On the wall beside it, a pair of
mounted swords, crossed in perpetual combat.
Then Jane heard a voice, barely a whisper, so faint and reedy that it might have been
nothing more than pipes creaking in the walls:
left in the dark and forgotten.

Jane shivered. Her hair prickled, and her skin was all gooseflesh. “Hello?” she called, her
voice cracking.
There was no answer. The Mortimer house kept its secrets.
Jane fixed her grip on the tray’s jagged metal handles. Just bring the man his tea, she
thought. Bring him his tea and go back to the living room. A few hours and this would all be
over. She thought of Ellie, dancing and laughing at Mark’s party up on Ashland Street. Jane
wished she was there with her now.
Jane walked on.
The fifth door on the left was larger than the others, its ancient oak frame studded with
metal rivets. Steeling herself, Jane rapped against the door, a little louder than she intended.
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A low voice from inside: “En-ter!”
Jane reached for the glass knob with one hand, used the other to balance the tray against
her stomach. The door opened with a rasping creak. Doing her best to hold the tea-tray steady,
Jane went inside and closed the door behind her.

IV.
The study was small, a sepulchral little room lit by guttering candlelight. Two half-spent
tapers flickered on the mantlepiece; logs crackled in the blazing hearth. A man stood leaning
against the fireplace, his back to the door. He was not tall or particularly well-proportioned: his
head was square and squattish, his shoulders wide, arms long and gangling.
‘Mr Mortimer?’ said the governess. ‘I, uh… I have your tea.’
‘Set it down,’ said Mr Mortimer, without looking back.
The governess complied. She found a spot on the table by the fire to place the chittering
tea-tray.
Mr Mortimer took a decanter from the mantle-shelf and poured a dram of amber-coloured
Scotch. He sipped it pensively, savouring the flavour, and gazed into the flames. ‘A mighty blow
can fell the oak,’ he intoned, ‘but to beguile the forest that it still stands is a greater feat.’ He
sighed, drained the glass, then turned to face the governess.
She hardly recognised him as the well-dressed subject of the portrait in the parlour. His
sweep of black hair was thinning on top and steadily retreating at the temples, and there were
dark, drooping bags under his eyes. His trousers and waistcoat were ill-fitted, too tight for his
substantial stomach; his frock coat lay on the hearthrug in a wrinkled heap.
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‘Who are you, girl?’ said he.
‘I’m Jane. The babysitter,’ said the governess.
Mr Mortimer snorted derisively and swirled the dregs in his glass. ‘So it’s you who will
be minding my spawn while I am out on the town with darling Estelle. You’ve met my ladywife?’
The governess nodded.
‘Your impression of her?’
‘She seems… really nice.’
‘Yes,’ said Mr Mortimer. ‘Yes, I thought that, too, when first we met. She dropped the
charade, of course, once the sacred noose was ’round my neck. More fool I.’ Chuckling to
himself, he trudged back to the mantel for more Scotch.
The governess looked around the room, her eyes adjusting to the uncertain light. She saw,
in intervals, a stately clock in the corner; an arm-chair, old-fashioned and high-backed; papered
walls lined with shining mahogany bookshelves and an antiquarian cabinet piano. This last item
seemed to catch her particular fancy. How strange it was with its shortened keyboard and its
stout, sturdy legs. Its case was inset with a panel of pleated silk, fanning out like a sunburst, with
a golden relief of Phoebus at its centre.
His glass emptied once more, Mr Mortimer followed the governess’ gaze. ‘Do you play,
Jane?’
‘What?’
‘Pianoforte.’
She shrugged her shoulders. ‘A little.’
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‘I can tell,’ said Mr Mortimer, stepping closer. ‘Your fingers betray you. Slender as
willow wand, pale as ivory; the fingers of an elfish maiden, sempiternal, summoning music into
this fetid mortal realm.’ He reached for her hand and held it in his own; she shivered—his roughhewn fingers were calloused and ice cold. ‘Play for me, Jane.’
‘What, now?’
‘No, in a year and a day,’ said Mr Mortimer. He pulled out the piano’s upholstered bench,
intimating she take a seat. She did so, plainly perturbed.
‘What should I play?’ the governess asked.
‘Anything you like. Anything to distract me from my imminent doom.’
And so she played for Mr Mortimer, her thin fingers dancing up and down the yellowing
ivory keys. She was not a virtuoso, not by any means, but she was competent; the instruction
she’d received in her youth had served her well. Mr Mortimer hovered over her shoulder as she
played, watching her with keen fascination; she did her best not to notice, the better part of her
attention attuned to avoiding any wrong notes. When the song was finished, she lingered on the
piano bench; her hands retreated into her lap.
‘Exquisite,’ said Mr Mortimer. ‘The composer?’
‘Phoebe Bridgers,’ said the governess. ‘She’s kinda new.’
A long silence succeeded, interrupted only by logs cracking in the fire and the clock’s
steady tick. The governess rose abruptly, her eyes to the floor; she started for the study door.
‘I should go,’ she said.
‘No. Stay.’
‘Your wife asked me to wait––’
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‘Oh, do not speak of my wife!’ Mr Mortimer roared. He hurled his glass into the
fireplace, incensed: an explosion of embers and vitric shards. ‘I would live a happy man if I
could but erase her from the table of my memory. She is a canker, Jane; she rots me from inside.'
The governess shuddered, her eyes glazed with the dulness of apprehension and horror. ‘I
have to go,’ she whispered.
‘No—you must stay!’ Mr Mortimer howled. He took her wrist in one brusque motion and
pulled her away from the door; she screamed and strained to free herself from his convulsive
grip. ‘Don’t struggle so!’ said he. ‘You’re like a wild bird, rending its own plumage in its––’
He was unable to finish the thought. The governess planted a well-aimed kick between
Mr Mortimer’s legs with all the force she could muster; he buckled to the floor, whimpering like
a whipped dog. She ran to the door; her fingers were curled round the crystal knob when he
spoke again:
‘I love you, Jane,’ he said. ‘From the moment I saw you, I loved you.’
The governess stopped. She turned to face him, her countenance distorted by a singular
expression of disgust and horror. ‘You don’t even know me.’
‘I know you better than any man who breathes upon this earth! We are bound to one
another, you and I; your soul cries out to mine. Can you not feel it, Jane?’
Mr Mortimer stared at the governess, his gnomish face beaming with hope. She stared
back at him, betraying no emotion. The clock ticked in its obscure corner.
Then the governess laughed: free, full-throated laughter that well became her youth; it
seemed as if she would never stop. No!’ she said, finally, and she laughed harder than before
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Mr Mortimer turned pale; he tried to speak, but made only strangled noises in the back of
his throat.
The study door swung open; it threatened to strike the governess full in the face. Mrs
Mortimer entered, sumptuously dressed all in white; she had a tawny-coloured scarf tied at her
side, descending well below her knee. Her gold hair was arranged in thick plaits behind, long,
glossy ringlets in front. ‘Mon cher,” said she, “have you seen my little brooch? The one you
bought for me in Paris.’ She looked down to see Mr Mortimer sprawled out on the carpet and
gasped.
‘Estelle,’ moaned Mr Mortimer, crawling pathetically over to his wife. ‘Oh, my darling
Estelle! Thank goodness you’ve come!’
‘My God, Edward! What has happened?’ asked Mrs Mortimer.
‘I’ll tell you,’ he said. He pointed a thick, trembling finger at the governess emerging
from behind the oaken door. ‘That witch tried to seduce me.’
The governess felt his words like the knell of doom. ’N-no,’ she stuttered. ‘Mrs Mortimer,
I would never––’
‘She attacked me, Estelle. I told her I could never love her; I don’t even know her, for
pity’s sake!’
‘Mrs Mortimer,’ said the governess, ’that is not what happened, I swear!’
Estelle Mortimer looked at her, her long face pained and wan. ‘I knew it,’ she said. ‘I
knew this would happen when I first saw you at my door. How could you, Jane?’
‘I didn’t do anything!’ said the governess, defiant. ‘He tried to seduce me!’
‘Quiet, Jezebel!’ roared Mr Mortimer.
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Mrs Mortimer was quivering where she stood, her head in her hands. ‘Je ne peux pas
croire que cela se reproduise,’ she said, over and over again. ‘I can’t believe it. Not again.’ She
looked up at the governess, rheumy eyes red-rimmed and brimming with tears. ‘I let you into my
home!’
Dour-faced Mrs Phillips appeared in the doorway, drawn by the noise and none too
pleased about it. ‘What is the meaning of this?’ she shouted, stomping into the study with arms
akimbo. She gaped like a codfish when she saw her master’s prone form on the floor. ‘Lord have
mercy––Mr Mortimer!’ She bustled over to him, lifting her bountiful skirts, and put her hand to
his clammy forehead.
‘Do not trouble yourself,’ said Mr Mortimer, his voice thin and warbling. ‘I am fine.
Bruises soon fade, but other wounds I’ve endured this night may prove immedicable.’
‘It’s the girl,’ snivelled Mrs Mortimer. ‘She tried to lead my husband astray.’
Mrs Phillips’s thick neck creaked as she turned to the governess. ‘You,’ she muttered,
hatred barely contained. ‘How dare you!’ She snapped back towards Mr Mortimer, her
expression fawning and penitent. ‘Sir, I expressly forbade her from disturbing you in your study.’
‘That’s bullshit!’ shouted the governess. ‘You made me bring him his tea!’
‘Hold your tongue!’ Mrs Phillips shrieked. She closed her eyes and collected herself,
brushing imaginary lint from her spotless white apron. ‘The harlot will be dismissed presently,’
she said at length. ‘She shall never speak of this to anyone.’
‘I’ll see to that myself,’ said Mr Mortimer. He stood, all pretence of injury fading, and
snatched the governess by the wrist; he dragged her, protesting, towards the study door. Mrs
Mortimer collapsed in the arm-chair and sobbed, trickles of kohl staining her pale cheeks. The
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governess caught Mrs Phillips’ gaze right before she was pulled through the door; the fish-eyed
grimalkin flashed her a sour facsimile of a smile.
Out of the study, into the long central corridor. The thin candles were lit in their sconces,
casting sinister shadows over the oil portrait of Mr Mortimer’s late father; to the governess, it
seemed as if the painting was leering at her. She struggled, kicking at her captor’s legs, swinging
her free arm at his chest, but his grip was unyielding. ‘She shall see what happens to those who
would besmirch the name of Mortimer!’ he roared in her ear. He held her at arm’s length by the
cellar-door, the third on the right, and produced a jangling keyring. Unlocking the black warded
lock, he swung the door open and pushed her down into the darkness.
‘What a waste,’ Mr Mortimer whispered, a silhouette in the light of the hall. ‘Such a
beautiful girl. If only you hadn’t rejected my gift.’
The door creaked shut. The click of a lock, and the governess was alone.

V.
There sits Jane the governess, catatonic, on the groaning wooden stairs, enveloped by
Stygian darkness, the vault-like smell of decay. She had bolted to the top of the stairs as soon as
she heard the lock, hammered on the cellar-door demanding her freedom. But the wood was
sound, the lock renitent. The egress was impenetrable, for all intents and purposes; it would not,
she thought, be her salvation. She had reached into her trouser pocket (most unladylike attire!)
and retrieved her mobile, frantically dialling three digits and cradling the phone to her ear. Two
rings and a leaden beep: there was no service. She screamed an obscenity––it echoes through the
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cavernous gloom––and slumped down on the stoop where she sits now, head in her pale hands.
All hope, she thinks, is lost.
Then she hears it: a screeching, scraping, scratching somewhere deep in the darkness,
nails-on-chalkboard harsh.
Skritch.
Jane starts, stands bolt upright; beneath her, the frail stairs moan. Streaks of tears on her
cheeks, her breathing quick and shallow.
‘Hello?’ she asks, her call resounding throughout the cellar.
There is no answer.
She fumbles for her telephone and presses a button, summons a glaring beam of white
light. She can see the cellar floor, dusty and eerily bare: a smattering of casks and crates,
decimated and long-emptied; a threadbare skin horse with one shining glass eye. Screwing her
courage, Jane walks towards the sound, scanning left and right with her torchlight, searching for
something—anything—that could have made the noise.
From behind her now: Skritch. The clatter of footsteps on the cold stone floor.
Jane gasps, whips around lightning-quick; her light illuminates the spandrel. She can
make out something under the staircase: a hunched figure around her size, barely visible from
where she stands.
‘What the hell do you want from me?’ yells Jane.
No answer. The figure does not move, does not speak.
She steps closer, bathing the crawlspace in light. ‘Hello? I can see you! What do you
want?’
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Fear turns to anger, turns to dread. Bunched in a ball under the stairs is a body, toothless,
eyeless, its remaining skin red-brown and peeling. Long, dun-coloured hair and a familiar
yellow-green dress.
‘Oh my God,’ whispers Jane. The phone almost falls from her hands. She feels her gorge
rise, saliva flooding her mouth. She turns from the girl’s corpse, eyes bunched shut, her breathing
loud and involuntary.
A loud creak; a burst of light; a shadow against the cellar-wall.
Dark-eyed Timothy Mortimer stands in the doorway at the top of the stairs, a thick iron
key in his hands. He stares at Jane, betraying the tiniest amount of pity.
‘She didn’t want you to be forgotten,’ he says in his grave little voice.
Jane watches a young woman appear beside him––whether she has materialised out of
thin air or simply stepped out from behind the doorframe, Jane cannot tell. The girl looks to be
around her age; she is dressed in the same sundress as the corpse. She smiles at Jane wistfully,
then takes Timothy by the hands and leads him away from the open cellar-door.

VI.
The main corridor of the Mortimer estate. Early evening: the pale, thin candles are lit in their
sconces. A pair of crossed swords mounted on the wall; opposite them, a grave portrait of Lord
Randall Mortimer, grey-bearded, in full military regalia.

(Enter JANE the governess: She bursts through the cellar door and collapses onto the
carpet, taking loud, deep breaths. Muffled voices from the study down the hall. Panicking,
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JANE slams the cellar door shut––or she tries to. Before it can close all the way, a grimy
hand emerges from the darkness, holding the door in place. JANE screams.)

(Enter MR MORTIMER, MRS MORTIMER, and MRS PHILLIPS from the study.)

(Enter A STRANGER from the cellar. His hair is long and matted, his beard thick with
foodscraps. He is dressed in a suit of shreds and tatters, once-fine clothes left to ruin and
rot. There is a wild look in his eyes. He looks diabolic: a man possessed.)

THE STRANGER. (Pointing at EDWARD.) You…

(He pushes JANE aside and advances towards MR MORTIMER, his outstretched finger
trembling.)

Seven years. I’ve waited seven years for this moment. I’ve seen it in my dreams.

MR MORTIMER (Disquieted.) Look here, sir: I don’t know who you are, or what you are doing
in my house––

THE STRANGER. (Shouting.) Your house! Your house, you say?

(MRS MORTIMER cowers behind her husband, pressing herself to him. THE STRANGER
stops; he looks at MRS MORTIMER, his dark eyes full of sorrow.)

You don’t… you don’t recognise me, do you? (To MR MORTIMER, enraged.) You’ve taken
everything from me!
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MR MORTIMER. I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. (To MRS MORTIMER.) Poor devil’s lost
his wits.

THE STRANGER. (Grimly.) Oh, I did. Seven years of darkness and a diet of rats will do that to a
man. But I’m sane enough to remember what you did to me, brother.

(MRS PHILLIPS gasps.)

(MRS MORTIMER turns to her husband in disbelief.)

MRS MORTIMER. But… but you said Thomas drowned in a boating accident!

(THE STRANGER laughs, coughs; he wipes his mouth with a sullied sleeve.)

THE STRANGER. No, Thomas lives: a prosperous gentleman, swanning about in borrowed
robes. Poor Edward. He lost everything: his wife, his child… even his name.

(MRS MORTIMER stares at the raggedy STRANGER, stares until she sees him clearly for the
first time. Beneath the layers of grime, beneath the tattered clothes and the wild hair, she
recognises him as…)

MRS MORTIMER. (Quietly.) Edward? Mon dieu…

JANE. (Not-so-quietly.) Holy shit.
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(THOMAS MORTIMER — the false Mr Mortimer — reaches for MRS MORTIMER’s hand. She
recoils, disgusted.)

THOMAS MORTIMER. Estelle. My darling, dearest Estelle: you cannot possibly believe this man!

MRS MORTIMER. (As if in a dream.) All this time you were… He was…

THOMAS MORTIMER. It’s me, my dear. You know it to be true.

MRS MORTIMER. How could I have been such a fool? (Dolorously.) Oh, Edward…

(She starts toward the Stranger, the deposed EDWARD MORTIMER, but THOMAS kneels in
front of her, blocking her path.)

THOMAS MORTIMER. (Desperately.) I did it for you, Estelle! My brother could never love you
the way I do. We are bound to one another; your soul…

(He trails off, frozen in a gesture of confession, palms turned upward. His face slackens,
his whole body droops.)

(Groaning.) Forget it.

(THOMAS MORTIMER lunges towards the wall and draws one of the mounted twin swords.
EDWARD takes the other. MRS MORTIMER screams. A flash of steel, and the fight has
begun.)

(MRS PHILLIPS retreats into the study and slams the door shut. Exit MRS PHILLIPS.)
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(JANE is trapped in the middle of the two brothers and their murderous dance of thrust
and parry; she ducks and dodges her way to safety.)

(EDWARD swings wide. THOMAS feints, and, seeing his opportunity, stabs his brother
below the right shoulder. EDWARD falls to the floor in front of JANE. ESTELLE crawls to
him.)

MRS MORTIMER. (Crying.) Oh, Edward…

EDWARD MORTIMER. (Plaintively.) Every night I dreamt of you—of you and our boy. How I
longed to see you, just one last time…

THOMAS MORTIMER. What a touching scene.

(The triumphant THOMAS stands above his brother like a conquering hero, self-satisfied.)

Now to finish what I started seven years ago.

EDWARD MORTIMER. (Weakly.) Thomas… wait.

THOMAS MORTIMER. Goodnight, brother. (He raises the sword.) With this sword, I claim your
birthright!

(A roll of thunder from outside the house. The candles gutter; shadows on the walls.)
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(THOMAS is poised to strike. A sudden spark of light erupts from his fingertips: his hand
bursts into flame. He looks on, horrified, and drops the sword; it clatters to the floor,
useless against the threat. The flames spread to THOMAS’ sleeve, to his jacket — in a
twinkling he is engulfed by flickering tongues of fire lapping at his flesh. He looks to the
grim-faced portrait of his father on the wall and wails like a moribund beast.)

Why, Father? Why? For the love of God!

(EDWARD, MRS MORTIMER, and JANE watch as THOMAS MORTIMER is consumed by the
flames, screaming all the while. His screams stop abruptly; the fire is extinguished in an
instant. A loud thump! and the sound of smoldering flesh on the floor.)

(A pause.)

(JANE turns to MRS MORTIMER, her eyes squinted, mouth agape in disbelief.)

JANE. (Slowly, then with increasing speed and frustration.) You really had no idea he wasn’t
your husband? Like, none? For seven years?! You knew Edward had a twin, right? And
the thought never even crossed your mind?

MRS MORTIMER. I… uh…

JANE. (To EDWARD MORTIMER.) And you. You were just resigned to live in the basement? You
couldn’t, just, break the door down? Or dig a tunnel? And what did you do to that girl?

ESTELLE. (To EDWARD MORTIMER.) What girl?

51

JANE. The girl in the yellow dress. The babysitter––governess––whatever she was. (To
EDWARD.) Did you kill her? Did… did you eat her?

EDWARD MORTIMER. O-of course not! She––

JANE. (Exasperated.) Y’know, I don’t really want to know. Just pay me and I’ll leave you guys
to deal with… (Gesturing to THOMAS’ corpse.) this.

(Too stunned to speak, MRS MORTIMER takes a purse from a fold in her gown and hands
Jane several banknotes. JANE pockets them and storms away.)

JANE. (Turning back.) And another thing: why do you need a babysitter if you have Mrs Phillips
skulking about? She can’t be bothered to look after the kid for a couple of hours? Doesn’t
seem like she does anything else around here! Jesus!

(MRS MORTIMER and EDWARD MORTIMER look at JANE sheepishly. JANE sighs, pushes her
hair back, and continues down the corridor, careful to step over THOMAS MORTIMER’s
charred remains.)

VII.
“Ellie? Can you hear me?”
“Yo, what’s up?”
Jane power-walks across the Mortimers’ front lawn, not even turning to check if she
closed the front door. Her iPhone’s pressed to her ear—finally, she has service again.
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“Um… are you guys still at Mark’s?” she asks. Steeplechase Drive is lit by fluorescent
streetlight, pinkish-orange and antiseptic yellow-white. A chill breeze cuts the muggy Indian
summer air. Jane can hear the frogs ribbiting from the reservoir, the rhythmic chatter of
sprinklers watering at night.
Ellie’s yelling on the other line: she’s telling her yes, they’re still at Mark’s, but his older
brother still hasn’t come through with the keg. “How’s babysitting?” she asks, not especially
interested.
Jane sighs. “It’s… uh,” She tries, but she can’t find the words. “I’ll tell you about when I
get there.”
“Oh shit! You’re coming?”
“Yeah… I kinda need this.”
“Hell yeah,” says Ellie. No more mock-exasperation.“See you in a bit?”
“Sounds good,” says Jane. ”I’ll be there in ten-ish.” She hangs up, pops in her AirPods
and loads up Punisher on Spotify. She starts walking, eyes dead-ahead. If she had turned, she
would have seen a mousy-haired little boy and a teenaged girl in a sundress watching her from
the window, grave-faced, hand in hand. She might have glimpsed the dark shape lurking in the
shadows of the holly hedge, rustling its prickly leaves––a grotesque little figure, child-sized, with
a pair of pointed ears. The three of them watch Jane walk up the tree-lined sidewalk, away from
the Mortimer House and into the night.
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The prelusive gleam, the blow upon his arm, the fatal spark, the
explosion heard so far, the fiery cloud that environed him, without
detriment to the structure, though composed of combustible materials,
the sudden vanishing of this cloud at my uncle's approach—what is the
inference to be drawn from these facts? Their truth cannot be doubted…
Was this the penalty of disobedience? this the stroke of a vindictive and
invisible hand? Is it a fresh proof that the Divine Ruler interferes in
human affairs, meditates an end, selects, and commissions his agents,
and enforces, by unequivocal sanctions, submission to his will? Or, was
it merely the irregular expansion of the fluid that imparts warmth to our
heart and our blood, caused by the fatigue of the preceding day, or
flowing, by established laws, from the condition of his thoughts?
– from Wieland; or the Transformation: An American Tale
by Charles Brockden Brown
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Tam Lin: Variation & Coda

The autumn wind blows cold, Tam Lin, as I hold you in my arms, watching you as you
sleep. We nestle together in our bed of meadow-grass and thistledown beside the old stone well,
surrounded by trees on all sides: oak and holly, rowan and thorn; they offer us little protection
from the elements. I turn away from you and gaze into the night sky, tracing constellations with
my burnt fingers. I listen to the steady rise and fall of your breath, to the soughing branches
above our heads.
Another gust roars through Carterhaugh, and I shiver against the cold. My body aches;
my arms are scratched and bloody, and furious blisters have sprouted on my palm. I do my best
to ignore the pain.
I can feel you stirring beside me. For an instant I fear you will wake, half-frozen and
trembling, recounting the horrors of some passing dream. But the wind dies down to a gentle
rustle in the leaves, and you sleep soundly as before, my Tam Lin, wrapped in my heavy woolen
mantle.
(What do you dream of, I wonder? Are you plagued by pale-face women on horseback,
leading you down a wide and easy path? Can you feel fur bristling beneath your skin? Or
perhaps your dreams are idle, pleasant things: visions of your grandfather’s lands on the banks of
the Tweed; remembrances of golden-haired girls and the pledges they gave you. For your sake, I
hope your dreams are of the latter sort––aeons spent dreamless, a waking shade in the forest; you
deserve this much.)

55

Glimmers of morning will soon peep over the horizon, banishing Cassiopeia’s upturned
chair, the firmament forsaking its nighttime colors in favor of lapis and cool azure. Soon the peal
of church bells will sound from distant Selkirk square, ringing in Hallowmass, commingling with
the dawn chorus of mistle thrush, robin, and wren. For now, the stars glister and gleam in the
brightening sky; all we hear is the wind in the rushes. Sleep until daybreak, Tam Lin. Promise me
that. I am kept awake by pain, among other things, but I am content to watch you sleep, softly
snoring in blissful repose.
I sit up, lean my tender back against the well where we first met, its cold stones
mossbearded and crumbling with age. (How long has it stood here? Had its lonely edifice been
built when you first came to Carterhaugh? Were these rocks hewn by human hands or shaped by
the phantasmal fingers of your erstwhile tribe?) I take my father’s dagger from its hiding place in
the folds of my kirtle and set to work, whittling two windfallen branches––one oak, one ash––
paring them to points finer than any razor. All manner of monsters call Carterhaugh home. One
cannot be too careful.
Caution was the chief lesson of my childhood, a point habitually hammered home by the
procession of nursemaids, tutors, and clergy who came and went, desperate to mold me into the
picture of virtue. Be careful, Janet! they’d shriek, imperiously shrill. You mustn’t run; you mustn’t
fight; you mustn’t climb the tower walls. I resisted their teachings as well as I could—I was a
wild, willful child, hostile towards any combination of pedantry and custom—but it was
impossible for me to thoroughly escape this pervasive sense of caution. My father’s house
seemed to concretize vigilance: a solemn pele tower standing on a steep sloping hill, hemmed in
by untamed nature. The river to the north and east, moors to the west, meadowland and forest to
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the south; all were off-limits to me. An entire girlhood mewed up inside Newark’s limestone
walls, stultified, suffocating; in my gloomy bower I had but a single sliver of window,
inaccessibly high.
I was lonely in my youth. I had no siblings, no playmates, my isolation exacerbated by
the hurly-burly of castle life: soldiers stationed in every corner, ladies-in-waiting larking about
the yard. My father and mother knew nothing of my unhappiness—both were temperamentally
ill-suited to their parental duty. My mother was an austere woman, a high-functioning recluse
more concerned with tending her meticulous gardens than rearing a child. As for my father, he
doted on me after his timid fashion: weeks could go by without a word spoken between us, but
every so often he made it a point to shower me with demonstrations of affection.
On my seventh birthday, my father presented me with his dagger, short and horn-hilted,
an heirloom worn by Douglases immemorial. “I’ve seen you looking at it,” he whispered, a ghost
of a smile on his thin lips. “I pray you never have need of it.” Absentminded as he was, my father
could recognize something of the fire that burned inside of me; he knew I was not destined for
the domiciliary existence of a lord’s daughter. Similar gifts followed: In lieu of a book of hours
he gave me musty Latin volumes—On the Ruin of Britain and Caesar’s Bellum Gallicum; I
learned to ride on a fleet-footed grey courser, a soldier’s horse, not a demure damsel’s palfrey.
By the time I came of age, my father had all but exhausted his reservoir of uncustomary presents.
Still, he found one final way to defy convention. The day I turned sixteen, he granted me
ownership of Carterhaugh, that vast sweep of meadow and greenwood at the conflux of Yarrow
and Ettrick Waters.
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Carterhaugh! How I had gazed upon it as a girl, perched precariously on a stool to peer
through my high window. Only a portion was visible from that vantage, a mass of rowans and
Scots pines swaying in the wind like one great beast, half-hidden by Bow Hill’s shadow. My
teachers and dominies rejected my impassioned appeals to leave the house, so I took to exploring
Carterhaugh in my mind. I would wander white gravel paths through my imagined forest,
picking twinflowers, observing eye-spotted butterflies and new-formed fairy rings where grass
will never grow. Carterhaugh was magic to me; the soft sound of its name seemed an incantation.
I will always hear it in the warm country voice of Elspeth, my first and favorite nursemaid,
singing me cautionary lullabies at bedtime:
O I forbid you, maidens all
That wear gold in your hair,
To come or go by Carterhaugh
For young Tam Lin is there.
That was how I learned of you: nightly warnings dispatched through song. The minutiae
of its lessons were lost on me: In my childish innocence, I misinterpreted the taking of
maidenheads and imagined you like Jack-in-Irons, wearing your victims’ skulls as trophies; I
wondered if you would spare me since my hair was mouse-colored, not golden blonde. The lyrics
lacked any clear description of you save for a vague reference to your age; it was up to me to
envision your outward form. Sometimes I pictured a wee thing clad all in green, concealing
himself in acorn cups amidst the cowslips; other times, you were a many-limbed horror, grasping
at ladies’ kirtles with birchbranch fingers. Imagine my surprise when I first saw you standing by
the well: no nursery bogey, but a red-haired youth, narrow-shouldered and deathly pale.
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The day we met, I sat sewing in my little room, stifling in the summer heat. The work
was tedious, the product uninspired: a naif needlepoint of carmine roses like those my mother
tended; my rendition bore little resemblance to the genuine article. Sweating and exasperated, I
threw the spool of silken thread to the floor and kicked it away. I was no great seamstress, nor
did I intend to be.
Standing on tiptoe, I looked out on Carterhaugh through my narrow window and longed
to be there, a solitary pilgrim among the greenery. Surely roses grew there, I thought; I pictured
rows and rows of blushing blossoms ripe for the taking. I decided then to leave my father’s hall
and claim a rose for myself. (A childish want, you may think, but the rose was incidental, a mere
excuse to venture beyond those smothering walls.) Who would stop me? I was full-grown, freed
from my minders’ ceaseless watch. Carterhaugh was my own: I would let no old wives’ tales
suppress my curiosity. I mounted Bayard, my faithful dapple gray, and together we erupted from
the courtyard and through the gate. When we were safely out of earshot, I loosed a feral howl: a
wordless declaration of freedom. Following the Yarrow’s meandering course, we sped southeast
toward Carterhaugh, toward you.
The land was wilder than I imagined, a twisting labyrinth of thickets and forbidding trees,
its gravel paths long overgrown. I hitched Bayard to the windswept holly by your well––one of
my tutors, a tonsured Cistercian, had cited the tree’s affinity for horses and their control.
You were not there, Tam Lin, or if you were, I could not see you; you only appeared to
me after I had snapped a double rose from its stem. Your hair was the color of fox fur or leaves in
early autumn; your eyes were grey-green. I might have mistaken you for a woodsman’s boy my
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own age, sallow-skinned and dressed in a suit of woven rushes. You wore a falconer’s glove on
your right hand, and your left hand was bare.
I was not frightened; that was my first mistake.
You spoke to me, commanded me to stop. Your voice was soft and sibilant, like wind
whispering in tall grass. You asked me my name, my parentage, why I had come to Carterhaugh
without your express permission. And when I had answered, laughing and oblivious, you smiled
your vulpine smile, teeth devastatingly white. You took me by the hand, by the sleeve of my
green dress, and laid me down in a patch of coarse wild heather.
(Blushing poets will gloss over this incident, obfuscating your actions with a chaste line
of lacunae, but we both know what happened that day. We know what you did.)
After you had vanished, swallowed up by the trees, I sat dissociative on the forest floor,
unthinkingly replaiting the ribbon in my tousled hair. A cushat cooed in the distance, and I
remember the grim doggerel a gardener had taught me to recognize its song: My toe bleeds,
Janet! My toe! I untied my horse’s halter; he had stood idly by throughout, masticating clumps of
sedge and lady’s mantle, indifferent to my distress. I spurred him on towards Newark, hating
myself, hating you. Carterhaugh, that fairyland of my girlhood daydreams, had ceased to exist—
it was now a real place, tactile and sweltering and loathsome. The double rose I left behind,
crushed and spoiled somewhere in the flattened grass beside the well.
When my condition became apparent some three months later, my father plodded up the
winding stairs and came to my dark bedroom, doleful and winded from the climb. Meekly, he
asked who had fathered the child; when I refused to answer, he listed names of his knights and
servingmen with a brief pause after each. “I am so sorry, my dear,” he said. “If there is anything I
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can do…” His words fizzled out, faded to nothingness in the gloom. One last look in my
direction and he turned, shamefaced, to the door. His heavy footsteps echoed in the cavernous
stairwell; I burrowed under my blankets to muffle the sound.
I was terrified of my pregnancy, terrified of this unwelcome life germinating in my
womb. My imagination, once my greatest joy and asset, had been warped into a liability:
Cassandra-like, I could see all too clearly what my fate would be. Though it would bring him no
pleasure, my father would marry me to a grey-faced knight, old and creaking before his time, and
he would give my ill-begotten bairn his name. My new husband would carry me off to his
lackluster manor house––smaller than my father’s hall, but equally suffocating––and there I
would raise his mewling offspring alongside my firstborn. Perhaps, years later, we would return
to Newark, reside there after my father’s death. I could lock myself away in his vault-like library
and live with the dead, or beguile the time in my mother’s gardens. A life spent in voluntary
isolation, an extension of my lonely childhood. I would spend each day regretting the afternoon I
came to Carterhaugh.
I did not hear my mother enter. Like a black-gowned wraith, she slipped inside my
chamber and shut the door without a sound. I cannot remember if she had ever visited my room
before. Standing at the foot of my bed, she looked out of place: an exotic animal, a toothless
panther or pard kept in some grey foreign land. She hovered there awkwardly, her lined face
betraying no intimation of pity or maternal warmth. When at length she spoke, her voice was flat,
inflectionless; she did not meet my gaze.
“There is a flower that grows in Carterhaugh,” she said. “You will not find it in any of my
gardens; it has never bloomed for me. Black hellebore, they call it, or sometimes the Christmas
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rose. The name is not important: its petals are white, sometimes tinged with pink or violet, and
there is nothing festive in its nature.” She came closer, murmuring her words like a chant. “I saw
it once this time of year, sprouting beside a gravel path, no higher than my ankle. If you find it,
grind its leaves and black roots together, and mix the powder with day-old milk. Drink this tonic,
and it will scathe the babe from you.”
My mother paused and looked at me for what felt like the first time. “Find it, child,” she
said, and there were tears in her eyes. “Do not make my mistake.”
She left as silently as she had entered, closing the heavy door behind her.
I excavated myself from my blanketed burrow and threw my heavy green cloak around
my shoulders—it was late October now, and the wind blew colder every day. I removed my
father’s dagger from its secret drawer, swathed it in the folds of my dress. Racing down the
snaking stairs, across the flagstoned floors, I burst through the double doors to the courtyard and
felt the autumn chill. I had not ridden since we first met, Tam Lin––I had avoided Bayard as if he
had betrayed me himself. Now I marched to his little stable and pressed my head to his. “We’re
going back,” I told him, scarcely able to contain my relief. “We must return to Carterhaugh.”
We galloped away from Newark as fast as we could go, thundering past the blasted heath
and Bay Hill. My mantle billowed behind me, and I envisioned myself as Boudicca, woadpainted, speeding my chariot into battle. (And battle it was, Tam Lin, though you did not know it
yet.)
The season had desiccated Carterhaugh’s verdure, transfigured the summery greenwood
to crisp oranges and reds. Blackberries withered on tendon-colored branches; a hermitage of
thrushes pecked at the rowan’s vermillion fruits. Wisps of autumn mist curled ’round Bayard’s
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dappled fetlocks as we cantered deeper into the forest, enclosed by thickets and the sullen,
stirring trees.
A single hellebore grew on the skirt of grey-gravel path as if it were waiting for me. I
dismounted, not bothering to hitch my horse to a makeshift post, and I bent down to uproot the
fatal flower. Clumps of humusy soil clung to its dark, dense radicles; I dusted it away, studied the
glistening petals, its crown of golden stamens. No longer was I doomed to deplorable
domesticity. At that moment, I held my freedom in my hand.
You appeared to me, Tam Lin, just as before: a sudden breeze, a rustling in the leaves; a
red-haired boy urging me to stop. (How fussy you were—a old-maidish forest spirit presiding
over his flowery domain.) You showed no contrition, no compassion for my plight; instead, you
chided me for my selfishness. How dare I pick the poison rose! How dare I harm the bonny babe
that we got in our play! And when my seething fury seemed poised to fulminate, you professed
to me your undying love, exalted me as your savior, and I knew not what to say.
Once I had relented, you fed me your overlong plea: the story of young Tam Lin, the
lordly grandson of old Roxburgh, who fell from his horse some centuries before and was
snatched up by the covetous faerie queen. You lingered long in Carterhaugh, enjoying the
fleeting company of unwilling maids, forgetting the taste of water, the sounds and smells of men.
An elf-touched specter, grey and incorporeal, tarrying in these woods for several lifetimes; you
yearned to truly live again.
That is where I come in: your true love, your rescuer, the mother to your child. On
Hallowe’en, at the end of every seven years, the fair folk pay a tithe to Hell. (Does the
Otherworld function as an infernal client state? Is this payment recompense for their defeat in St.
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Michael’s war, or is it merely a token of goodwill?) Rumors had spread from the faerie court,
drawn on the wind by teams of little atomies to far-flung Carterhaugh; you suspected, though
you could not be sure, that you yourself would be the tithe. A one-time mortal, young and full of
flesh, is the customary demand, and you, Tam Lin, fit the bill.
Your voice was like leaves in a thunderstorm, a frenzied susurrus, as you enumerated
your instructions. At midnight tonight, you said, the fair folk would ride in solemn procession,
traversing the black Ettrick Water at Miles Cross, leading their captive along to the abyss. You
told me the order of the cavalcade, how I would recognize you, what was required of me to save
you from hellfire and win back your humanity.
(Perhaps you thought you had won me over, that you had successfully convinced me with
your emotional appeal. Did you imagine our future together, a quiet life in your ancestral hall?
Halcyon visions of marital bliss, trivial squabbles that soon subsided, a bouncing red-haired
infant on your knee—how comforting these fantasies must have seemed.)
You vanished once our plan was complete, after I had assured you that I would come to
the bridge at the mirk and midnight hour. I tarried near your crumbling well, weaving together
the first threads of a strategy. The hellebore was safely stowed, protected from the bitter winds in
the folds of my kirtle; its ghostly petals pressed against the hilt of my father’s dagger.
The afternoon faded into brown twilight. Bats circled overhead like leatherwinged
dervishes; I heard the haunting, childlike scream of a distant fox. Gradually, cold night fell on
Carterhaugh, and with the dark came a torrent of memories from my nursery days. When my
pious-minded tutors were away, Elspeth would tell me stories of pagan customs, of witches’
sabbaths in deserted churchyards and the consumption of disobedient children. She said Jenny

64

Greenteeth swam in the Yarrow Water, used it as a highway to and from her foul duckpond––any
girl foolish enough to dawdle by its marshy banks would be hastily gobbled up. In autumn,
Elspeth claimed, the shadowy veil between worlds waned thin; on Hallowe’en, the denizens and
dwellers of the Unseelie Court would cross over on and make their ghoulish rounds till morning.
If poor Elspeth had lived, she would think I had discarded the last of my caution: I sought to
intercept the daoine sith on their benighted ride. When the fateful hour was upon us, I climbed
onto Bayard’s back and spurred him southwest to Miles Cross.
I arrived before you did, Tam Lin; I loitered at the foot of the timeworn bridge and
listened for the bridle bells and hoofbeats of your captor’s cortège. I did not hear them
approaching: the raging Ettrick flowed in deafening tempests, running apace to meet the calmer
Yarrow. My faithful Bayard waited behind me, tied to a nearby standing stone. When I turned to
check on him, I glimpsed the full procession of the faerie rade: seven-score horsemen in single
file, emerging from the woods at a funeral pace.
The riders paid me no mind as they passed. Perhaps they could not see me; perhaps they
did not care. A pale, imperial horsewoman led the way astride a snorting black destrier. Its eyes
burned like distant stars, and it stood a full nineteen hands high. After her, a sequence of spectral
cavaliers on grey steeds, each soldier carrying a silver spear. Male, female, or otherwise, the
faces were identical: anemic and high-cheekboned with jutting, inbred jaws. The fair folk, it
seems, were not so fair after all.
A little milk-white pony brought up the rear, just as you said it would. Your long red hair
was hidden beneath a visored helm, but I knew it was you, Tam Lin: you wore that peeling
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falconer’s glove on your right hand. I did not pause; I did not falter. I leapt from my hiding place
and pulled you from your swaybacked steed.
Transformations featured prominently in the cradles-stories of my youth. Those tales did
not mention the discordant, cracking noise of bones shrinking and growing; they did not describe
the agonizing wails that accompany metamorphosis. You howled like a maid in childbirth as you
changed in my arms. First you dwindled into a warty newt, orange-bellied and wriggling, then
elongating into a venom-toothed adder. Your scales sprouted thick brown fur and you swelled to
bear size, still screaming. I held you fast and feared you not, Tam Lin, even as your claws dug
deep grooves into my back.
The faerie rade had halted. The grey riders dismounted and circled ’round to watch our
struggle, clapping politely as you scratched my arms and shoulders. Your brown eyes widened,
turned tawny; an ear-splitting roar laced with human speech. Like Samson, I held onto your
lion’s mane to keep your fearsome teeth at bay. I felt you shrink, your temperature rising,
calefying to unbearable heat: you had turned to a red-hot iron in my hands. Smoke from my
palm; the putrid smell of melting skin. I gritted my teeth and thought only of my plan.
(And you thought I endured all this for love.)
A final transformation, slightly bathetic in its ordering––once you have held a searing bar
of iron, a little gleaming coal savors of luxury. Per your instructions, I threw you into the wild
Ettrick and listened to you hiss, quenched in the frigid waves. I peered over the side of the bridge
and saw you, my Tam Lin: a naked, mortal man swirling in the eddies at the water’s edge.
The raven-haired faerie queen doubled back on her enormous black steed: a cold,
imperious imperious monarch, a far cry from the bright-eyed lady who spirited True Thomas
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away to Elphame; she cursed you for your betrayal, indicating the ways she would have disposed
of you had she known before. Eyes plucked out and replaced with trees, a stone in the place of
your heart; I shuddered to imagine the pain.
I wrapped your rawboned frame in my warm green mantle and helped you onto Bayard’s
back. The daoine sith dispersed, dissatisfied with the outcome, and resumed their solemn
procession over Miles Cross. Titheless, they journeyed on to seek the wide and easy road to Hell;
we did not stay to watch them. I spurred us on towards Carterhaugh, back to your mossbearded
well, and fashioned us a makeshift bower beneath the trees where you sleep soundly still. I lean
my bleeding back against the cold stones and while away the time with whittling, testing the
sharpness of my rough-hewn stakes on my blistered palm.
The wind dies down as bruise-colored dawn comes to Carterhaugh. Wrens and robins
chitter in the branches above our heads, and church bells peal from Selkirk square. You stir and
stretch, my Tam Lin; your eyelids flutter open to take in the new day, the first of your new life.
You turn and smile at me, and I smile back, hands white-knuckled, clenching those two
sharpened branches. Before you can react, can even comprehend what is happening, I plunge my
pointed stakes deep into your grey eyes.
(I am not a faerie queen, Tam Lin—I cannot command trees to grow wherever I please.
Consider this my poor attempt to make good on your mistress’ threat.)
Your wails are prolific, near Biblical in passion. (Is blinding more painful than last
night’s metamorphoses?) Regardless, I ignore your cries as you ignored mine that sweltering
summer’s day when I first came to Carterhaugh. You twitch once, twice, and then lie still. Your
infernal voyage was merely postponed, Tam Lin––I elected to send you there myself.
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I will ride back to my father’s hall with the ghostly hellebore flower, slightly squashed
inside my kirtle’s folds, and do as my mother said: I will drink the tincture and free myself of
your elf-touched child, of an unhappy life.
My stay at Newark will not be long. Soon I will return to Carterhaugh and build a oneroom cabin, stone-walled with a mossy roof, far away from your crumbling well. Perhaps I will
live here evermore, subsisting on the woodland’s bounty, racing Bayard through the trees and
gravel paths. Perhaps I will leave to seek a life elsewhere.
Rows of carmine roses will grow in Carterhaugh as they always have, and golden-haired
girls will pluck them as they please. Nursemaids will no longer sing lullabies of young Tam Lin,
that waking shade in the forest, or the pledge he demands.
You have been usurped, Tam Lin; your reign has ended.
Carterhaugh is mine.
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She had na pu’d a double rose,
A rose but only twa
Till up then started young Tam Lin,
Says, “Lady, thou’s pu nae mae.”
“Why pu’s thou the rose, Janet,
And why breaks thou the wand?
Or why comes thou to Carterhaugh
Withoutten my command?”
“Carterhaugh, it is my ain,
My daddie gave it me;
I’ll come and gang by Carterhaugh,
And ask nae leave at thee.”
He’s taen her by the milk-white haund
And by the grass-green sleeve
And laid her doon upon a bank,
And didnae ask her leave.
*

*

*

Janet has killed her green kirtle
A little aboon her knee,
And she has snooded her yellow hair
A little aboon her bree,
And she is to her father’s ha,
As fast as she can hie.
– from “Tam Lin,” Child Ballad 39
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